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MEMORANDUM

Retlospectlve View of Communlst Force
Levels in South Vietnam

Introduction

M AP \/?f’f’ ¥ ) f )—’
1. In the perlod late 1962~early 1973, CIA and MACV

officially held different views on the strength and structure
of Communist forces targeted against South Vietnam. These
forces includeﬁpersonnel in regular combat, administrative
services, and irregular (i.e., guerrillas, self-defens:z

and assault youths) units as well as the VC infrastructure.
Reasons for the different views between the two organizations
are the result of differing methodological and conceptual
approaches to estimating the size of Communist forces.

As a result, our individual estimates of VC/NVA force levels
have var%ed over the years with respect to the number of
units ca;ried in the order of battle (OB) and théir strengths.
The following discussion attempts to identify specific areas-
of disagreement by category of forces and indicate in the

light of hindsight if subsequent evidence has substantiated

the CIA or MACV estimates. No attempt is made to compare
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specific strength figures over time, except in the most
general sense, since there are several estimates by each
0’"\_—(3,12 I,ﬁr'?é {;}1

indtor for any given date, due to the process of
continually refining estimates as new information became
available. 'In any event, specific order of battle comparisons

are not the subject of this memorandum.

Regular Combat Forces

2. Differences in CIA and MACV estimates of Communiét
regular combat forces revolved basically around varying
methodological approaches. MACV estimates generally have
required "hard" intelligence data requiring multiple con-
firmation before units could be accepted into the order of
battle. Thus, the MACV estimates, particularly its collateral
order of battle, were_subject to a considerable time lag
and thus did not reflect real-time estimates. This was
alleviated, but not entirely correcte9 in May 1969 when
MACV first began publishing an all-source order of battle.
CIA's approach to the problem,on the other haanwas more
of an estimative nature and allowed for greater flexibility
and more timely adjustments to actual changes in the Communist's
force structure based on all-source intelligence. Con-

prente 1169
sequently,, CIA developed over—the—last-severai—yoars an .

add-on approach to the MACV order of battle in order to
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compensate for those areas for which hard evidence was
incomplete or unavailable. The CIA approach was essentially
centered afound five additions to the MACV order of battle.

These were: . : 25X1

-- New or previously unidentified units,

which did not yet meet MACV's criteria for
acceptance. The magnitude of this add-on
~generally ranged from 5;000 to 10,000 combat
troops. |

~- An average battalion strength adjustment
based on collateral evidence to compensate
for the differences between the apparently
low estimates in the MACV holdings. This
methodology ylelded an addit:ohal 2,000 to
52003?1;$5§s.

-- Combat support units integral to divisions

y and regiments which were either omitted from or
osfensibly understated in strength, This
category generally added sige 2,000 to 7,000
o

more personnel to the MAczhpartlcularly in

the 1967-68 period.
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-- Compensation for the ommission from the
OB of small specialized units subordinate
to province, district, and city echelons
which were contained in captured documents
* but did not meet MACV's acceptance criteria.
This addition was generally on the order

of 5,000 to 10,000 personnel.
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5™ The inclusion of those ground combat units
ocated between the DMZ and Dong Hoi in '
North Vietnam which were believed to tar-
~geted against South Vietnam. This number
of North Vietnamese combat fo;:cés in this

- area have fluctuated betwee'n zZzero and as -

4

‘many as 25 000 troops durlng the %:9@5"?“3
period. This acld-ow Wfbﬁc M&«: C/A,
M*@,&W) ~%

In retrospect, ‘:':he CIA(estimates. . fo.l:.,.adpln] new or

Previously unidentified units inte- the OB -- which at the

"“L/ L /:/

time did not meet MACV's acceptance crsterla ~= have proven]%v
-in most part to be justified. I Most lof these units were

subsequently plcked up in the MACV OB. During 1968,
et

/v’l exXampleg ef~this included the 308th Infantry Division,

the 27th Infantry and 96th Artlllery Regiments, as well.

WAL, @cecitey /u AAEY sugirtrnnd /rrmda% 4«?;4:<«~‘/ "?W'::z L
as a number of units of battalibdn s:.ze,\ With the estab- wne

A wc_&»clﬂ\
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lishment of a MACVY a/ll source OB in May 1969 the addition Y% e
oot g fy sttt ffed CTER

of” new “UHits to the MACV OB became more timely and the
size of thié CIA add-on category was accordingly reduced.
Although as late as 1972 CIA was still accepting the pre-

sence in South Vietnam of some North Vietnamese units more

quickly than MACV -- €.9., the 270th Infantry Regiment --
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a. largevpart~e£ +his—~eurrent the lag difference probably

W
was moxre Lhe resule “o£ MACV analysts having to cl

/Méﬁ«, : ,/ a/f ;
acceptance of the unit through channels than beca
dis&fering~-MACY..and-CFA analytical judgments.

Collateral sources also have tended to validate the
CIA position with regard to the addition of a higher
number of combat support units integral to divisions and
regiments. In early 1968, for example, evidence supported

G ML CIR 0 F
the inclusidn{of at least 6 combat support battalions
‘{.'o

subordinate to the NVA 325C Division and 2 additional
support battalions of the VC 9th Division_te-the=MACY0BD,

tzaese unlts were supsequently accepted into the MACV OB.

N g e Conctovaies & fute O

Euxxenkly there Ls~s%t&é—a SLgnlflcant difference between
\,;—,;_.e}é»»w" b’/ _,,]_,‘_,-'3‘94’ [ X2 }9@ L“ém"/
MACV and CIé?strengths fof combat supp t to major“Commu~
=
nist units in South Vietnam.y Thisvis—paxééea%aréy Frue’ o0
R

/fihhﬁilltary Régions 3 and 4 whewe, ~for example, MACV
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carried in its last published OB for January 1973 five

NVA infantry divisions with a combined strength of less
ATOe LN, W\,P (€5 00 ‘:""14‘4&“‘ {-lé‘é

than 10,000 %roops CIA, on the other hand, carries

these same units at approximately 20,000 men. The'tetal

difference in strength results from the fact that CIA

carries not only the maneuver but also the combat support

Strengths of these divisions at about twice the size ofgq
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that listed in the MACV OB. - The lower MACY flgureS‘
resultﬁlfrom their attrltrng the units more heavily

~in 1972 and allowing for less replacements than CIA.
et A P aéy
\J? Verification of the existence of the smal&usgectai—
e .
&.—‘u
ized units has npt beenas fully substantlated as the
Q{}‘ il E;J“ ,f.‘ /‘;,ngyL
above add—ons Wéfst%&& believe hewe¥ef7 that they _ ¢7,01¢£Z;§££V
./w-..x:m” PV 3 A & & \A‘?frw

probably,contmnxrﬁxrbe uﬁdefstated in both‘the CIA ahd~

- i et ‘_,;
r¢?¢u«/WQMACV OB Thls resultg from the fact that there iéfﬁo ; N

e e, Wi i AL o
o COMINT veyification of these unlts and that“theYMhavejbEeﬂ \\\,
. & / » \\
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/ identifica “ir-eol lateral- sources*iessuan fless“sincefthe Dt
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(f /7”f%“iﬁme cra add—on for average lnfantry battalion strength
is difficult to Yerify in retrospeob, ﬁ%%%analysis of 25501

captured documents, particularly for the period up until

l969 clearly 1ndlcat?d that some upward adjustment to the

MACV OB wasJ{n:;;ée; The fundamental problem with the

MACVY methodology wasA&nsufflclent allowance’ was “hmade for

the Communists' capability to replenish unit strengths

after suffering lossee. After-battle loss counts were

subtracted from the MACV strength listing of a particular

unit, and, consequently, over long periods of time the

units' strength on the average declined. During the period

Maroh'l968 through July 1968, for example, the average
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strength of infantry battalions as carried in the MACV

OB of—these—dates decreased by 5 percent. Evidence'from
eneny documents, prisoners, and infiltration data indicated

' : . StrengHe . .
that average battalion,did not fall as-—showh—in—the-MACH
data but, in faet, increased. Thus, CIA compensated for
this strengthening of enemy units by developing indepen-
dent average battalion strength estimates (derived mainly
from captured documents and prisoner reports) and adding
_the derlved differences to MACV's listing of average
¢ :’“'V"f"') / LA 2, utin ,,s*-*" Lt 1/
battalion strengths. E¥ 1969 however, evidence suggested
that the Communists' average battalion strengths had
actuaily diminished and the size of the CIA add-on was
accordingly reduced. Moreover, by late 1970 information
C‘J Rt iu ""’4"

available on unit strengths began to seriously faL}/off
T % 1/ Misf 7 r e

apd-it became me: ;ﬁrcv&tj;ﬁd—&ess meanlngfuifus‘derlve
a separate add-on for this category.

In addition to these methodological difference in
estimating the Communist regular combat threat, there drsne
a conceptual one as well. CIA considerégihose ground
combat units between the DMZ and Dong Hoi in its total
estimate of VC/NVA forces targeted against South Vietnam.
.On the other hand, MACV did not disagree with the presence
of units in the'area)1but nonetheless employed a more
restrictive approach based on natlonal boundaries for

e ctieint
estimating the military threat to South Vietnam. A4%%W,4 »4
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Administrative Services

CIA and MACV have also used different methodologi-
cal and conceptual approaches in estimating the Commu-
nist administrative services structure in South Vietnam.

In contrast Lo the MACV "hard evidence" approach, CIA
o : L )

belleved that.collateralmsources .and the size of the
f"#!\(}zi& /
Communist combat force required a support structure much
4
C a5 b e s e
hlgher than that indicated in the MACV OB. ifAs a result?\44a7@w"@
CIA estimated the aggregate number of Communist admini-

. Strative services personnel in the 1967—68 period on the

basis of a ratio of such forces to VC/NVA combat personnel,

4-/

from the district to the COSVN level. This ratio was

o
e

~derived from analysis of captured enemy documents which

[

gave such comparative strengths which were then general-
ized on a countrywide basis. By 1969, both CIA and MACV
had refined their methodologies for estimating administra-

tive services. MACV, in CIA's judgment, however, continued

]

/
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to significantly understate the number of such personnel

subordlnate to districts and proy;nces‘based“ﬁn“anaiysxs /

) qreaven, Ay Th 1167 {f{:b«-&(ﬂ AM\“““‘

uaﬁncaptured«enemywdoeuments‘a A MACV hrag@i—~for-q

ey o s et e

whrie excluded all district admlnlstratlve services per—

..au“
Y

sonnel from their order of battle, although by definition ?

N T e St e et s o

they should have been included./ With the Allied “CrossTborder

-
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operations in mid-1970, captured enemy documents revealed
that the Communist administrative services structure was
in fact understated by both organizations and the two
estimates were adjusted upward to reflect this new in-

. Naumf Cia
formation. The new data tended to conflrm.ear%reiaestl—
vmates~by~€§ﬁ on  the aggregate size of the administrative
services structure whlch had been reduced in the process

Py nt—wﬁ Coomtrradis sn, s é‘ o &5

of reachings: agreedwlntelimgence {kmmMﬂrs%'estlmates in

Washington. Although, MACV's and CIA's current estimates

of the absolute number ﬁﬁministrativejéervices personnel

targeted against South Vietnam appear-relatively close,

the estimates on a region by region show greater variation.

‘These differences result from the difficulty in-determining—
»~whereﬂto-accouﬂg fUQ“VC/NVA forces based in Cambodia and

southern Laos, but whose areas of operations are adjacent

te or straddle the border in support of Communist combat

Foeel

forces'in South Vietnam. Oneqexample of<thig is the fact

: ' /A
that the 5,000 difference between theﬁMACV and CIA esti-

¥ 13 » . « . L3 3
mates of administrative servicefpersonnel in Military

M’L’
Region 1 is due almost entirely to the fact that MACV
Q‘! \"d \—"/Zrt" "t“"‘-et' ((:‘ RS { Fxd

dees not appear{%&»carry»lnhltsworder“ofwbat/ﬂ_)any General

Directorate of Rear Services units which moved into northern
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South Vietnam from soutn Laos 1in mld 1972 to support

the Communist offensive. Moreover, in Military Region 3
'MACV carries some 15,000 more administrative serwvices
personnel than CIA. This results from MACV still
carrying the old rear servite groups which deployed

into Cambodia in reaction to the cross-border operatlons
in 1970. Most of these groups, however, have since been
disbanded and reorganized into other groups within Cambo-
dia, as eVidence both in COMINT and collateral sourcesy ~

where CIA currently carries them in its Cambodian OB.
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Guerrilla Forceé

A major area of disagreement between CIA and MACV
éstimates of the Communist force structure has been with
the guerrillas -- the highest echelon of Viet Cong
ifregular forces. As soldiers subordinate to the village
and hamlet level, the guerrillas operate within local
jurisdictions and are often not fully armed or as mili-
tarily effective as the Communist regular forces. CIA
has always believed that the estimates of guerrilla
strength cafried by MACV have been too low. MACV 1Lstings
of guerrilla strength were deriﬁed ffom several programs
including the Big MACV collection program -- essentially
a survey conducted at the district level by US military
advisors. From this a monthly series was tabulated for
the entire country. CIA developed its own estimates of
guerrilla strength with the use of captured documents
giving strength fixes for a given time and village and
hamlet units. Statistical extrapolative techniques where
then applied to derive countrywide estimates for several
points in time.

The degree of divergence between the CIA and the MACV
estimates was especially large in the earlier years, but

by late 1969 the gap had been considerably reduced. In

mid-1967, for example, the MACV OB carried a total guerrilla
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strength of 65,006 compared to a range of 110,000-135,000
estimated by CIA. By September 1969, however, MACV listed
50,000 while CIA had lowered its estimate to 50,00—80,000.
The most current figures carried by MACV for 1973 is 26,000;
CIA estimates a range of 40,000-60,000. It should be noted
that the difference here is not as great as it may appear.
The MACV estimate reportedly excludes one category -- secret
orvcovert guerrillas -~ which CIA includes and estimates to
be on the order of abopt iQ,OOO.

-Validation of both CIA énd MACV past estimates of the
Guerrillas is ekceedingly difficult; The passage of time
has not provided any new insights into the size and capa-
bilities of the guerrxillas as both captured document and
US sources in the field have diminished in recent years.

CIA believes, nonetheless, that the higher estimated ranges
depicted actual guerrilla strength levels more realistically
than the MACV OB, particularly in the earlier year, and that
the current differences are of lesser significance than in

the past -- at least in terms of military capabilities.

EIRNTT NN

iy nd
b‘.&?ui?/é?fj

ey

whd S b A s amerd

- 12 -

13




Approved For R%{ea&e%@@ﬁ/ /2T CI,f\qRDP78TO2095ROOO100020014 1
ST T DS
u Fl ‘

Othexr Irregulars -

In addition to the guerrillas, there are a number
of other irregulars, namely self-defense forces. and
assualt youths. Since 196%, lack of information on
these forces has prevented any reliable independent
estimate of their numbers. What little evidence is

available, however, suggests that the number of gelf

/Péfense forces previously may have been on about a one-

to-one basis with the guerrilla forces. The strength
6f Aésault ybuthvgroups is believéd to never have been
significantly large and probably numbéred only about
10,000 to 20,000.

The existence and appro%imate size of these other
irregulars was never an issue but MACV did not include
them in their OB because itﬁ believed that they did not
represent a real military threatzéﬁiéiﬁg; 1967-68 period,
CIA held the opposite view because the self-defense forces

were a major source of manpower for the guerrillas and

p

the assault youths clearly were supporting Communist
combat forces in South Vietnam. Because of improvements

in pacification and the general run-down in the enemy's

e s ,if« ?’/’7";:: & theo
her force5LeveTsK’these foreces are no longer considered é;rnﬁ

J»L"

o
to be a SLgnlflcant;threat to the GVN. at—this--time.
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VC Infrastructure

In addition to the above Communists' military
forces, there is a large number of enemy political

and admlnlstratlve personnel in South Vietnam, termed

P NN N L e

eSS
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{the Viet Cong Infrastructure (VCI)\%%The VCI are de- \x

fflnedé(zccorglng to MACV,,as thekpolltlcal and admlnl— %

NPT
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( strative organization through which the Viet: Cong control _;
; or seek to control the South Vietnamese people. It em- 2
j bodies the control structure of the People's Revolutionary

| |Party (PRP), which includes a command and control apparatus
3 at the national level (the Central‘Office for South Viet-

snam) and the leadership and administration of a parallel

front organization (National Front for the Liberation of

I
\ South Vietnam), both of which extend down to the hamlet f
¢

H
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- Estimates of the strength of the VCI are exceedingly N,

{ ,0’\’&{,;1” o B ] ﬁ"wé/«:! Lrgieng
dlfflcult to make. One of the reasons is the varying

number of definitions that can be used to describe what is !
: Y : \
commonly termed the VCI. The definition used by MACV*is i

quite vague and leaves open the guestion of exactly who

e ot s oy et 207

is and who is not included. CIA's estimate on the other
hand uses a broader definition on what constitutes the /

VCI. 2As a result, #He CIA estimateshistorically ha%?been /
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higher than MACV's, particularly in the more recent
. . ‘ it dganty
period,CIA believes that capturedkdocumentskln icate
that there areQEelatively large numberg of VC penetra-
tion agents targeted against the South Vietnamese
government, military, and security organizations which
“tte MACV
have never been accounted for 1nrest1mates.made*by-%ﬁ&ﬁ#
Moreover., MACV has been attriting the strength of the |
.(/L /Bw‘{ {:"eA Lol ﬁ e N,uz el sl ,«.,m'u 'i{{/,l\r?l wé}“%mg.{wﬁi—
VCI over time, but has—ﬁet_add-eeeed?fhe 51gn1flcant
number of replacement cadre who have been lnflltratedfﬁﬁ‘A
from North Vietnam, as_well as those who have been re-
cruited by the Viet Cong in the south. Because of this,
CIA's estimate of the VCI currently is approximately

twice as great as that of MACV's.
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